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CONSCRIPTION 
THEN AND NOW
T oday’s anti-conscription figh t com pared w ith  the con­
scription struggles o f 1916-17.
p iF T Y  years ago, in  O ctober 1916, A ustralians voted against 
sending conscripts to the battlefields of the  First W orld  W ar. 
A year later, in  D ecem ber 1917, they again  refused to  perm it 
this despite all the pressures on them  to agree.
T h e  N o  vote on conscription has been treasured in  the collec­
tive m em ory of the A ustralian  labor m ovem ent as a great victory. 
I t  has been disparaged by conservatives as a tem porary lapse 
from  patrio tism . For two years at a critical period  of w ar and 
tu rbu lence  the question of conscription dom inated  A ustralian 
life, far beyond the ord inary  in terest in  politics. T h e  rejection 
of conscription was of great significance, despite  being a nega­
tive victory, o f saying “N o” . M any motives, often  unclear, were 
b rough t together in  one inescapable act o f decision: the  question, 
w hat k ind  of a country  A ustralia  was an d  should  be? So the 
defeat of conscription became p a rt of the natio n a l framework 
in  w hich the same issue is being debated  today.
Com pulsory m ilitary  service, a t hom e o r abroad, is n o t a good 
o r a bad  th ing  in  itself. I t  can only be judged  by its circum ­
stances, purposes and  effects. In  1916-17 conscription m eant, as 
it means today, the  forcible sending of A ustralians abroad to 
fight in the wars of im perialism .
In  prim itive society every m an was a w arrior. T h e  duty  of 
bearing  arm s carried  w ith  it equality  of rights. In  the  absence 
of a ru lin g  class and  separate state pow er the  com m unity  itself 
was police an d  arm y. T h e  citizen of the G reek o r R om an city 
state still exercised some of this effectual democracy, although
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now he excluded the slaves from  it. W hen the ancien t em pires 
which grew from  the city states m ade w ar a business, the citizen 
soldier becam e a professional. U n d e r feudalism  w arfare was 
the essential occupation of each lord, on w hich his position 
depended. Lords fought for profit, soldiers were h ired  and  
serfs conscripted. T h e  devastation of w arring  feudalism  was a 
pow erful reason why the populace tu rn ed  to  a central m onarchy 
to curb  feudalism  and create a na tio n a l state.
England, the first capitalist country, could now rem ove fight­
ing from  ord inary  life. T h e  p redatory  wars w hich England 
waged from  the six teenth  to the  n in e teen th  century were largely 
fought by a vo lunteer navy an d  arm y. In  the n ine teen th  century, 
w hen B rita in  was the w orld’s w orkshop and  bank ing  house, w ar 
was relegated to colonial outposts. T h e  dirty  business a t the 
o ther side of the globe needed only a handfu l of soldiers 
a ttracted  by glory or pay. H ence n ineteen th  century B rita in  
was non-m ilitarist. T h is  was one side of the liberal trad ition  
of civilian rule, citizen rights, laissez faire and  business freedom.
A ustralia  inherited  these a ttitudes and  took them  further. 
Convicts were no t alone in  h a tin g  callous jailers an d  upsta rt 
officers. Settlers and  convicts bo th , an d  th e ir children, im plan ted  
in  the A ustralian  character a dislike of being ordered around. 
T h e  freedom  of the gold rushes re-inforced this, the expansive 
years before the depression of the  1890’s confirm ed it; an d  then 
in the  struggles which su rrounded  the form ation of the L abor 
Party  solidarity  against hostile employers an d  governm ents was 
em bedded in  the labor m ovem ent. A ustralians, happily  isolated 
from  the  world, needed no arm ies. Armies were undem ocratic, 
strongholds of caste division an d  u n th in k in g  obedience. T h is 
was one firm basis on  w hich A ustralians rejected conscription 
in 1916-17 and  doub t i t  today.
M eanw hile, the peaceful period  of capitalism  was com ing to 
an  end. O ther countries had  caught u p  w ith B rita in  in d ustri­
ally. F rom  the 1880’s the epoch of im perialism  b rough t greater 
rivalries betw een em pires and  the m ilita ry  race w hich cu lm inated  
in  the F irst W orld  W ar. E u ropean  countries w hich h ad  fought 
for na tio n a l un ity  now p repared  for w ider battles. W ar, like 
industry, was transform ed by technology. W arfare  now  requ ired  
mass arm ies, w hich only com pulsory m ilitary  service could 
provide. B rita in  still avoided this.
So d id  A ustralia, b u t already the influences for conscription
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were growing. T h e  W hite  A ustralia  policy, the  strongest expres­
sion of nationalism , has a racial basis of Anglo-Saxon superiority 
as well as its economic basis of p ro h ib itin g  cheap labor. Boys 
from  the bush an d  suburbs jo ined  the  m ilitia  in  each scare as 
a foreign w arship appeared in the  Pacific. A contingent was 
sent, unasked, to the  Soudan C am paign fiasco in  1885. V olun­
teers abounded  for the  Boer W ar a t the  end  of the  century. 
O nly a tiny m inority  opposed this b la ta n t g rab  of the Boer 
R epublics; m ost gloried in  A ustralian  p artic ipa tion . A ustralians 
were n o t im m une to the currents of im perialism . M any, w ith 
a curious off-stage jingoism , half hoped  fo r a b lood  le tting  which 
w ould be th e  m ark  of nationhood. T h ey  got it  in  the  First 
W orld  W ar.
W ith in  the labor m ovem ent the  debate  over compulsory 
m ilitary  service became open. H ughes an d  H olm an, the young 
radicals of the 1890’s, favored it. So d id  m ost of the leaders 
of the L abor Party. T h e ir  favorite exam ple was Switzerland, 
scarcely typical even of Europe, th e ir  a rgum ent was th a t u n i­
versal tra in in g  ensured equality  o f sacrifice and  a dem ocratic 
army. T hey  confused the pow er of a people in  arm s w ith  the 
helplessness of forced soldiers. A rm ed peoples have indeed 
m ade and  defended revolutions, in  m odern  times from  the levee 
en masse of the French R evolution  onw ards. B ut the  armies 
w hich governm ents conscripted in  the  early tw entie th  century 
were to do as they were to ld  in  the service of im perialism . 
A ustralian  leaders, includ ing  those in  the  L abor Party, wanted 
A ustralian  contro l of the arm ed forces, w hich they w ould then 
w illingly place a t the  disposal of B rita in .
C om pulsory m ilitary  tra in ing  com m enced in  A ustralia  in 
1911, endorsed by b o th  the L iberal an d  L abor Parties. Boys 
of twelve h ad  to register, the ir cadet tra in in g  began a t fourteen 
years an d  con tinued  from  age eighteen in  the  citizen forces.
In  the two and  a ha lf years before the ou tb reak  of w ar in 
1914, over 27,000 prosecutions were launched  against parents of 
youths for fa ilu re  to  register. T h e  usual penalty  was a fine, 
b u t 5,732 youths were sentenced to im prisonm ent in  m ilitary  or 
civil jails.* C om pulsion had been m et by spontaneous and 
determ ined  opposition. Am ongst those p rom inen t in  it were
*L . C. Jauncey, The Story o f Conscription in Australia, pp. 49-50. J a u n c e y ’s 
book, written thirty years ago, is still the only full history of conscription in 
Australia.
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convinced socialists such as H arry  H olland . T h is  mass civil 
disobedience was th rea ten ing  the con tinuation  of com pulsory 
m ilitary  service before th e  w ar began.
A ustralia  was swept in to  the  F irst W orld  W ar on a tide of 
patrio tism  and  im perial fervor in  w hich L iberal an d  L abor 
Parties alike prom ised th e ir u tm ost support to B ritain . Labor, 
w inn ing  the election of Septem ber 1914, form ed the governm ent. 
W . M. H ughes, w ho succeeded F isher as L abor P rim e M inister 
towards the end of 1915, believed th a t the needs of the  w ar 
over-rode a ll else. Only the m ilitan t and  in tern a tio n a l socialists 
of the  Ind u stria l W orkers of the  W orld  (I.W .W .) and  some 
women pacifists stood ou t in  opposition  to  the war itself.
T h e re  was no lack of volunteers for the forces. Yet question­
naires and  w ar census cards soon h in ted  at com pulsion, m ilitary  
and  civil. In  Jan u ary  1916, conscrip tion  becam e law in  B rita in  
and was being discussed in  A ustralia. Hughes, visiting B rita in , 
was avid  to increase A ustralia’s p a rt in  the war. O n his re tu rn  
he announced  in  A ugust 1916 th a t a referendum  w ould be held  
on conscription for overseas service. T h e  m ovem ent against it  
had  already started  in  a sm all way, now  the battle  was jo ined.
T h e  forces were very unequal. In  favor of conscription were 
the P rim e M inister, his cabinet, the Federal O pposition, eleven 
ou t of the twelve State Prem iers an d  O pposition  leaders, em ploy­
ers’ federations, cham bers of commerce, every conservative po li­
tician and  public  figure, nearly  all church leaders, the news­
papers. Censorship, in tim id a tio n  an d  prosecutions u n d er the 
W ar P recautions Act were used against the  opponents of con­
scription. T hey  were b randed  as shirkers, pro-G erm ans and  
tra ito rs in  a fury of hysterical “patrio tism ” . Every pow er was 
used to  crush opposition. Even the  question was loaded. In  
1916 the electors were asked to vote:
Are you in  favour of the G overnm ent having, in  this grave 
emergency, the same com pulsory powers over citizens in  regard  
to req u irin g  the ir m ilita ry  service, for the  term  of this war, 
outside the C om m onw ealth, as it now has in  regard to m ilitary  
service w ith in  the Com m onw ealth?
In  1917, m ore simply:
Are you in  favor of the  proposal of the C om m onw ealth 
G overnm ent for reinforcing th e  A .I.F. overseas?
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W hen conscription was rejected by a narrow  m ajority  in  1916 
and  1917 it  was a triu m p h  for a mass m ovem ent w hich fought 
its way from  the g round  against overw helm ing odds. TTiis 
m ovem ent was spearheaded by a h an d fu l of class conscious 
m ilitants. I t  won the support of m ost of the labor movement, 
against th e ir  leaders. In  the vanguard  too were pacifists and 
liberals of g reat courage who proclaim ed a message of hum anity. 
Some C atholic leaders m ade a pub lic  stand. T h e  b ru n t of the 
cam paign was carried  by young, unknow n m en an d  women 
w ho overcam e every obstacle w ith  vigor an d  originality . W hen 
it came to the test they had  won to th e ir  side the silen t m ajority.
In  1916 an d  again in  1917 only a few A ustralians wholly 
opposed the w ar and  the im perialism  w hich caused it. M any 
others, however, opposed conscription fo r a  variety  of reasons. 
T hey  resisted it  as tyrannical, a w eapon in  the hands of a 
d ic ta to ria l governm ent to underm ine A ustra lian  liberties. They 
feared it as a perm anen t step tow ards the  m ilitarisation  of 
A ustralia . T h ey  bau lked  at the in equality  of sacrifice which 
w ould send ord inary  young m en to d ie w hilst profiteering 
flourished. T h ey  dreaded the endless slaugh ter of A ustralian 
youth. Some, like A rchbishop M annix , supported  Irishm en 
fighting against B ritish rule. O thers yearned for A ustralia’s lost 
isolation, o r sim ply w anted  to keep ou t of th e  army. T h e  vote 
for “N o” sum m ed u p  m any motives.
So conscrip tion  b ro u g h t to  the surface underly ing  conflicts. 
T h e  defeat of the referenda was a defeat for reaction  in  every 
way. I t  ensured  th a t A ustralia  w ould  con tinue  in  the liberal 
dem ocratic trad ition , th a t m ilitarism  w ould  be restricted, that 
an  in d ep en d en t na tio n a l decision w ould  be m ade on  overseas 
wars. T h e  L ab o r P arty  had  been split, b u t sp lit by purg ing  it 
of its r ig h t wing.
D isillusionm ent w ith  the  w ar grew afte r it  had  ended. Al­
though no  foreign th re a t to A ustralia  was apparen t, compulsory 
m ilitary  tra in in g  rem ained  u n til  the Scullin  governm ent discon­
tinued  it in  1929. I t  was re-in troduced by th e  Menzies govern­
m en t after the  ou tb reak  of the  Second W orld  W ar in  1939. 
C onscrip tion  fo r overseas service, however, could  never have 
been acceptable in  A ustralia  d u rin g  th e  period  of the phoney 
war.
T h e  situ a tio n  was com pletely d ifferent in  1942, so conscrip-
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j tion  for overseas service was different in  substance from  w hat i t  
had  been. A ustralia was fighting for na tional survival against 
i Japanese aggression, as p a rt of the  w orld  fron t against the  fascist 
powers. A to ta l w ar effort was m oun ted  un d er the  leadership  
of the L abor P arty  and  w ith  the fu ll support of the labo r m ove­
m ent. T h e  au tho rity  to send soldiers to defined areas of the 
W estern Pacific was given to the C u rtin  governm ent w ithou t 
difficulty, for the governm ent was trusted  in  the defence of the 
: country. T h is  particu la r act was a m in o r p art of everything 
else w hich was being done, w hen sacrifices were m ade w illingly 
because they were necessary. In  this w ar against im perialism  
A ustralians p u t aside the ir isolation to  play a full part. T h e  
victory was historic, and  the w orld  w ould never be th e  same 
again.
H istory  moves slowly most of the time, despite the flurry on 
the surface. Large changes m a tu re  for m any years before the ir 
grow th forces them  in to  the open. T h e n  a cross-roads is reached 
from  w hich a p a th  in to  the fu tu re  m ust be chosen. T o d ay  Aus­
tra lia ’s borrow ed tim e is ru n n in g  ou t and  decisions have to be 
faced. A gain they centre on  conscription.
T oday  conscription means conscrip tion for the A m erican w ar 
of in terven tion  in  V ietnam . H ence it  becomes the touchstone 
for the g reat questions of the time. A ustra lia’s n a tiona l inde­
pendence, its relations w ith  Asia, its fu tu re  developm ent, come 
to a p o in t here. T h is  is the broadest issue on w hich criticism  
of o u r governm ent’s policy centres. M any strands are b rough t 
together to be resolved by a verd ict on conscription, as they 
were fifty years ago. A strong and  deep-seated A ustralian  tra d i­
tion  opposes it.
T h e  vote against conscription in  1916 and  1917 d id  no t stop 
the war, n o r A ustralia’s p a rtic ip a tio n  in  it, n o r secure a ju s t 
and  lasting  peace. H ughes won an  election in  1917 and  again 
in  1919 despite conscription. T h is  m ay well h ap p en  again. 
B ut the struggle against conscrip tion m ade its co n tribu tion  to  
the end ing  of the war, to the rev ita lisation  of the L abor Party  
and  the trade  un io n  m ovem ent, to the  A.L.P. socialisation objec­
tive of 1921, to the form ation  of the  C om m unist P arty  in  1920. 
Above all, it  shaped to  some ex ten t the fu tu re  of A ustralia , for 
in  this struggle the forces of reaction  and  the forces of progress 
contended a t a tim e of decision. T h e  p a th  of reaction  was 
blocked, the p a th  of progress was opened.
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